Sensory testing of the esophagus.
Originally, sensory testing of the esophagus included the acid perfusion test and the edrophonium test, which were developed to assess patients with non-cardiac chest pain. In the last 2 decades interest in functional esophageal disorders has increased and thus further understanding of the underlying mechanisms of esophageal pain required development of new sensory testing techniques. Balloon distension using a computerized electronic device, electrical stimulation and impedance planimetry have generated important information about esophageal sensory thresholds for pain in different disease states. Intraluminal ultrasonography has been used to determine the physiologic changes of the muscle wall of the esophagus during perception of typical esophageal symptoms. Central evaluation of patients undergoing esophageal stimulation has recently been introduced to assess cerebral activation in different esophageal disorders. However, many studies using esophageal sensory testing are afflicted with significant design flaws, making interpretation of the results very difficult. This is primarily due to lack of recognition of factors that can modulate esophageal sensation.